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Pontic Greek 


Pontic Greek (Greek: noviiaKfi SuxAektoc;, romanized: Pontiaki 
dialektos ; Pontic Greek: Hovtkxkov AaAlav, romanized: Pontiakon 
lalian ) is a Greek dialect originally spoken in the Pontus area on the 
southern shores of the Black Sea, northeastern Anatolia, the Eastern 
Turkish/Caucasus province of Kars, southern Georgia and today 
mainly in northern Greece. Its speakers are referred to as Pontic 
Greeks or Pontian Greeks. 

The linguistic lineage of Pontic Greek stems from Ionic Greek via 
Koine and Byzantine Greek, and contains influences from Georgian, 
Russian, Turkish and Armenian . 

Pontic Greek is an endangered Indo-European language spoken by 
about 778,000 people worldwide.^ However, only 200,000- 
300,000 are considered active speakers.^ Although it is mainly 
spoken in Northern Greece, it is also spoken in Turkey, Russia, 
Armenia, Georgia and Kazakhstan and by the Pontic diaspora. The 
language was brought to Greece in the 1920s after the population 
exchange between the Christian Pontic Greeks and the Turkish 
Muslims from their homelands during the 1923 population exchange 
between Greece and Turkey. However, it is still spoken in pockets of 
the Pontus today, mostly by Pontic Greek Muslims in the eastern 
districts of Trabzon Province. Pontic Greek is considered a dialect of 
modern Greek, although reportedly, the speakers of each do not fully 
understand each otherIt is primarily written in the Greek script, 
while in Turkey and Ukraine the Latin script is used more frequently. 
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Classification 


Pontic Greek is classified as an Indo-European, Greek language of the Attic-Ionic branch.® 

Name 


Historically the speakers of Pontic Greek called it Romeyka (or Romeika, Greek: PcopaliKa), which, in a 
more general sense, is also a historical and colloquial term for Modern Greek as a whole. The term "Pontic" 
originated in scholarly usage, but it has been adopted as a mark of identity by Pontic Greeks living in 
Greece.® 

Similarly, in Turkish, the language is called Rumca (pronounced [' rumd3a]), derived from the Turkish 
word Rum, denoting ethnic Greeks living in Turkey in general; the term also includes other Greek speakers 
in Turkey such as those from Istanbul or Imbros (Gokqeada) who speak a language close to Standard 
Modern Greek.® 

Today's Pontic speakers living in Turkey call their language Romeyka, Rumca or Rumcika.^ 

History 


Similar to most modern Greek dialects, Pontic Greek is mainly derived from Koine Greek, which was 
spoken in the Hellenistic and Roman times between the 4th century BC and the 4th century AD. Following 
the Seljuk invasion of Asia Minor during the 11th century AD, Pontus became isolated from many of the 
regions of the Byzantine Empire,® The Pontians remained somewhat isolated from the mainland Greeks, 
causing Pontic Greek to develop separately and distinctly from the rest of the mainland Greek.® However, 
the language has also been influenced by the nearby Persian, Caucasian and Turkish languages. 

Dialects 


Greek linguist Manolis Triantafyllidis has divided the Pontic of Turkey into two groups: 

■ the Western group (Oinountiac or Niotika ) around Oenoe (Turkish Unye)\ 

■ the Eastern group, which is again subdivided into: 

■ the coastal subgroup ( Trapezountiac) around Trebizond (Ancient Greek Trapezous ) and 

■ the inland subgroup ( Chaldiot ) in Chaldia (around Argyroupolis [Gumii§hane] and Kanin in 
Pontic), its vicinity (Kelkit, Baibourt, etc.), and around Kotyora (Ordu). 







Speakers of Chaldiot were the most numerous. In phonology, some varieties of Pontic are reported to 
demonstrate vowel harmony, a well-known feature of Turkish (Mirambel 1965). 

Outside Turkey one can distinguish: 

■ the Northern group (Mariupol Greek or Rumefka), originally spoken in Crimea, but now 
principally in Mariupol, where the majority of Crimean Pontic Greeks of the Rumaiic subgroup 
now live. Other Pontic Greeks speak Crimean Tatar as their mother tongue, and are classified 
as "Urums". There are approximately half a dozen dialects of Crimean (Mariupolitan) Pontic 
Greek spoken. 

■ Soviet Rumaiic, a Soviet variant of the Pontic Greek language spoken by the Pontic Greek 
population of the Soviet Union. 

Ophitic 

The inhabitants of the Of valley who had converted to Islam in the 17th century remained in Turkey and 
have partly retained the Pontic language until today/ 9 ^®®^® Their dialect, which forms part of the 
Trapezountiac subgroup, is called "Ophitic" by linguists, but speakers generally call it Romeyka. As few as 
5,000 people are reported to speak itJ 13 ^ 14 ^ There are however estimates that show the real number of the 
speakers as considerably higher.® Speakers of Ophitic/Romeyka are concentrated in the eastern districts of 
Trabzon province: (iaykara (Katohor), Dernekpazarr (Kondu), Siirmene (Sourmena) and K6priiba§r 
(Gone§era). Although less widespread, it is still spoken in some remote villages of the Of district itself. It is 
also spoken in the western ikizdere (Dipotamos) district of Rize province. Historically the dialect was 
spoken in a wider area, stretching further east to the port town of Athina (Pazar). 

Ophitic has retained the infinitive, which is present in Ancient Greek but has been lost in other variants of 
Modern Greek; it has therefore been characterized as "archaic" or conservative (even in relation to other 
Pontic dialects) and as the living language that is closest to Ancient GreekJ 13 ^® 

A very similar dialect is spoken by descendants of Christians from the Of valley (especially from Kondu) 
now living in Greece in the village of Nea Trapezo unta, P ieria, Central Macedonia, with about 400 
speakers/ 15 ^®!-® 

Geographic distribution 


Though Pontic was originally spoken on the southern shores of the Black Sea, from the 18th and 19th 
century and on substantial numbers migrated into the northern and eastern shores, into the Russian Empire. 
Pontic is still spoken by large numbers of people in Ukraine, mainly in Mariupol, but also in other parts of 
Ukraine such as the Odessa and Donetsk region, in Russia (around Stavropol) and Georgia. The language 
enjoyed some use as a literary medium in the 1930s, including a school grammar (Topkharas 1998 [1932]). 

After the massacres of the 1910s, the majority of speakers remaining in Asia Minor were subject to the 
Treaty of Lausanne population exchange, and were resettled in Greece (mainly northern Greece). A second 
wave of migration occurred in the early 1990s, this time from countries of the former Soviet Union/® 

In Greece, Pontic is now many times used only emblematically rather than as a medium of communication 
due to the mixing of Pontic and other Greeks. 

■ Greece; 400,000 speakers, mostly in Macedonia (East, Central and West) and in Attica® 

■ Turkey: Unknown (certainly more than 5,000), mostly in eastern Black Sea Region and in 
Istanbul®®® 




■ Of-dialectical region: 

■ Of: multiple villages 

■ Qaykara: (24-70 villages) 

■ Dernekpazari: (13 villages) 

■ Kopruba§a: (5 villages) 

■ Surmene: (31 villages) 

■ Rize: (21 villages, mostly in ikizdere district) 

■ To the west of Trabzon: 

■ Magka: A handful of villages, settled from the Of-Qaykara region 

■ Tonya: (17 villages) 

■ Be§ikduzu: 1 village 

■ Giresun: (3 villages in Bulancak district) 

■ Gumu§hane: Sparsely in Torul-ardasa, Yaglidere-kromni, Dumanli 

■ Caucasus region 

■ Kars: Multiple villages and provincial capital. 

Official status 


Greece 

In Greece, Pontic has no official status, like all other Greek dialects. 


Soviet Union 

Historically, Pontic Greek was the de facto language of the Greek minority in the USSR, although in the 
navouvSeapiaKfi Xuokci|ji] (Pansyndesmiaki Syskepsi, All-Union Conference) of 1926, organised by the 
Greek-Soviet intelligentsia, it was decided that Demotic should be the official language of the 
community/ 22 ' 

Later revival of Greek identity in the Soviet Union and post-Communist Russia saw a renewed division on 
the issue of Rumaiic versus Demotic. A new attempt to preserve a sense of ethnic Rumaiic identity started in 
the mid-1980s. The Ukrainian scholar Andriy Biletsky created a new Slavonic alphabet, but though a 
number of writers and poets make use of this alphabet, the population of the region rarely uses itJ 23 ^ 

Culture 


The language has a rich oral tradition and folklore and Pontic songs are particularly popular in Greece. 
There is also some limited production of modern literature in Pontic, including poetry collections (among 
the most renowned writers is Kostas Diamantidis), novels, and translated Asterix comic albums/ 24 ' The 
youth often speak standard Greek as their first language. The use of Pontic has been maintained more by 
speakers in North America than it has in Greece 

Alphabets 





Pontic, in Greece, is written in the Greek alphabet, with diacritics: 6 ^ E; ijj for /J 3 kj pJ7, d 6 for [ae 0 ] 
(phonological /ia io/). Pontic, in Turkey, is written in the Latin alphabet following Turkish conventions. In 
Russia, it is written in the Cyrillic alphabet. In early Soviet times, Pontic was written in the Greek alphabet 
phonetically, as shown below, using digraphs instead of diacritics; [ae 0 ] were written out as ia, to. 


Greek 

alphabet 

Turkish 

alphabet 

Cyrillic 

alphabet 

IPA 

Example 

A a 

A a 

A a 

[a] 

popsiKa, romeyika, poMennxa 

BP 

Vv 

B B 

M 

Kcmpevo, kativeno, Kan/iBeHO 

ry 

Gg 

r r 

[y] ii) 

yavepo, ganevo, raHeBO 

A 5 

DH dh 

flA 

[9] 

Sovti, dhonti, aohtm 

E £ 

E e 

E e 

[e] 

EyaTTspa, egapesa, eraneca 

z< 

Zz 

33 

[z] 

^avTop, zantos, 3aHT0c 

zz « 

Jj 

>K >K 

[3] 

TTup^uap, burjuvas, 6yp>xyac 

0 0 

TH th 

C c, <t> cp, T t 

[9] 

0eko, theko, Texo 

1 1 

i i 

I/I H 

[i] 

TopTTiTOTiov, tospitopon, TOCnMTOnOH 

K K 

Kk 

Kk 

[k] 

KaAcn^spav, kalaceman, KananeiviaH 

AA 

LI 

/In 

[1] 

AaAia, lalia, nanna 

M p 

M m 

M M 

[m] 

pava, mana, MaHa 

N v 

N n 

H H 

[n] 

oAiyov, oligon, onnroH 

O 0 

O 0 

O 0 

[Q] 

TspETspov, temeteron, TeivieTepoH 

n tt 

Pp 

n n 

[P] 

syaTTEpa, egapesa, eraneca 

Pp 

R r 

Pp 

[r] 

popEixa, romeyika, poMetiKa 

Zc; 

Ss 

C c 

[s] 

KaAaT^ETTc;ov, kalacepson, KananencoH 

ZZ pc; 

§§ 

LP in 

[J] 

c;c;epi, §eri, wepn 

Tt 

Tt 

Tt 

[t] 

vopupEpa, nostimesa, HOCTMMeca 

TZ 

C c 

Ud 

[d3l 

KaAax^Epav, kalaceman, KanageiviaH 

TZ tc; 


H H 

[tu : 

pavrrpa, maniija, Mamma 

Y u 

U u 

Vy 

[u] 

vug, nus, Hyc 

0 (p 

Ff 

0 C|3 

[f] 

Epoptpa, emorfa, SMopcpa 

XX 

H, KH (sert H) 

Xx 

[x] 

Xapov, hason, xacoH 


Archaisms 


The following are features of Pontic Greek which have been retained from early forms of Greek, in contrast 
to the developments of Modern Greek. 





Phonology 

■ Preservation of the ancient pronunciation of 'n' as '£' (kettiv = Kpniov, kAecptec; = kAetttpc;, 
ouveAikoc; = auvgAiicoc;, vucps = vu(p)cpp, £yi<a = pvsyKOv, etov = rjiov, ekouoo = rjKOuaa etc.). 

■ Preservation of the ancient pronunciation 'oo' as 'o' where Koine Greek received it as 'ou' 

(£copiv = £oupi, Kap|3cbvi, pcoBcbvi etc.). 

■ Preservation of the Ionic consonant pair 'an' instead of Koine 'ocp' (ottovtuAiv, an Lyyco, 
an iviova). 

Declension of nouns and adjectives 

■ Preservation of the ancient nominative suffix -v in neuter diminutive nouns from Ancient Greek 
'-iov' (nai5iov, x^piov; Pontic naiSiv, X W P' V )- 

■ Preservation of the termination of feminine compound adjectives in -oc; (p aAaAoc;, p avoaioc;, p 
spopcpoc;). 

■ The declension of masculine nouns from singular, nominative termination '-ov' to genitive '- 
ovoc;' (o veov ^ ip veovoc;, o Tiannov ip nannovoc;, o Aukov -*• ip Aukovoc;, o Toupkov ^ 
ip ToupKOvoc; etc.). 

■ The ancient accenting of nouns in vocative form: aSsAcps, NiKoAa, Mapia. 

Conjugation of verbs 

■ The second aorist form in -ov (avapvov, psivov, Koipov, ttigov, paijjov, appaov). 

■ The middle voice verb termination in -oupai (avaKaioupai, aKOioupai, aiEtpavoupai). 

■ The passive voice aorist termination in -0a (anc. -0pv): EyaTi£0a, £KOip£0a, Eaia0a etc. 

■ The imperative form of passive aorist in -0 ete (anc -0pn): £yan£0£T£, ekoipeOete, Eaia0£T£. 

■ The sporadic use of infinitives (ETio0av£ivai, pa0£ivai, Koijj'vai, paijj'vai, xapia'vai, ayaTi£0£iv, 
KOip£0EIV). 

■ Pontic en ("is") from Koine idiomatic form enesti (standard Ancient Greek esti), compare the 
Biblical form eni ("there is"), Modern Greek ine (sivai) 

Lexicology 

■ The sporadic use of 'ac;' in the place of 'va': 5oc; p£ ac; ipoco. 

■ Pontic temeteron ("ours") from Ancient Greek ton hemeteron in contrast to Modern Greek ton 
[...] mas. 

Comparison with Ancient Greek 

1. Attachment of the lei sound to the ancient infinitive suffix -e tv, -eiv (in Trapezountiac 

Pontic) 

PONTIC ANCIENT 

EITIEIVE eLtIELV 

Tia0£iV£ Tia0£LV 

aTio0av£iv£ aTio0av£tv 

niEIVE 



TT1£ LV 


£l5£l'V£ £ L5£ LV 

CpU£lV£ (puy£LV 

£Up£IV£ £Up£LV 

Kap£IV£ Kap£LV 

cpa£i'v£ cpay£tv 

pa0£IV£ pa0£LV 

£p0£OV£ £A0£LV 

p£V£IV£ p£V£IV 

2. Preservation of the Ancient infinitive suffix -fjvai 

PONTIC ANCIENT 

av£|3nvai dvapqvai 
Kai£Pnvai KaiaPnvai 
£pTxr|vai EpPqvai 
£Pyr|vai EKPqvai 
£Tii5£apr|vai cmoSiaPnvai 
KOip£0rivai KOipr|0n vai 
XTUTT£0r|vai KiuTir|0nvai 
£up£0r|vai £up£0qvai 
Ppaar|vai ppaxnvai 
panvai payqvai 

3. Ancient first aorist infinitive suffix -ai has been replaced by second aorist suffix -£iv 

PONTIC ANCIENT 

Kpa^£iv Kpa^ai 
p£0ua£iv p£0uaai 

4. Attachment of the lei sound to the ancient aorist infinitive suffix -£iv 

paijj£iv£, Kpa^£iv£, p£0ua£iv£, KaA£a£iv£, AaAr|a£iv£, KiuTir|a£iv£, Ka0ia£iv£ 

5. Same aorist suffix -xa (-xa was also the regular perfect suffix) 

PONTIC ANCIENT 

£5cbi<a eSooko 
£v5cbKa £V£5ooKa 
£TioiKa £Tioir|Ka 
£(pnxa acpnxa 
£0nxa £0r|Ka 

6. Ancient Greek -ein (-£ iv) infinitive > Pontic Greek -eane (-eqve) infinitive 



PONTIC ANCIENT 

£p0£C(V£ £A0£LV 


See also 


■ Mariupolitan Greek 

■ Caucasus Greeks 

■ Cappadocian Greek 
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